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In this paper we examine “ethics creep”, a concept developed by Haggerty (2004) to account for the
increasing bureaucratization of research ethics boards and institutional review boards (REB/IRBs) and the
expanding reach of ethics review. We start with an overview of the recent surge of academic interest in
ethics creep and similar arguments about the prohibitive effect of ethics review. We then introduce
elements of Michel Foucault’s theoretical framework which are used to inform our analysis of empirical
data drawn from a multi-phase study exploring the accessibility of community-engaged research within
existing ethics review structures in Canada. First, we present how ethics creep emerged both explicitly
and implicitly in our data. We then present data that demonstrate how REB/IRBs are experiencing their
own form of regulation. Finally, we present data that situate ethics review alongside other trends
affecting the academy. Our results show that ethics review is growing in some ways while simulta-
neously being constrained in others. Drawing on Foucauldian theory we reframe ethics creep as
a repressive hypothesis which belies the complexity of the phenomenon it purports to explain. Our
discussion complicates ethics creep by proposing an understanding of REB/IRBs that locates them at the
intersection of various neoliberal discourses about the role of science, ethics, and knowledge production.
 2012 Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.“Contemporary national research-ethics regimes for universities
are seductive. They pull into their orbit administrators, policy-
makers, university staff, members of ethics committees, and
researchers” (van den Hoonaard, 2011, p. 3)Introduction
Ethics review for research involving human subjects has become
a requirement in North American research institutions, including
universities, research hospitals, and, increasingly, community-
based organizations. The need for such protections emerged as
a result of egregious historical abuses perpetrated against human
subjects in the name of scientiﬁc advancement (Becker, 2005;
Chadwick, 1997; Pressel, 2003). These protections have since beenic Health, 155 College Street,
3M7, Canada.
uta).
Y-NC-ND license.codiﬁed in various national and international policy documents,
beginning in the 1970s with the American Belmont Report
(Beauchamp, 2004; Ofﬁce of the Secretary, 1979). For many
researchers this constituted a shift from professional ethics rooted
in academic norms, to the codiﬁcation of ethics through regulatory
frameworks and external review bodies. In Canada, the Tri-Council
Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans
(TCPS) (2010) not only serves as the governing ethics policy but
also makes ethics approval a requirement for the release of funds
from Canada’s three major federal funding agencies. Whereas
research ethics boards and institutional review boards (REB/IRBs)
have been developed to ensure human participants are treated in
accordance with research ethics principles and established stan-
dards (De Wet, 2010), the TCPS provides further criteria by which
REB/IRBs in Canada are themselves governed and regulated.
A number of concerns have been levied against regulatory style
ethical safeguards: that ethics review has evolved into a “research
ethics industry” (Allen, 2008), with a perceived emphasis on
“checking off boxes” (Allen, 2008; Spike, 2005); the secretive
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O’Reilly, Dixon-Woods, Angell, Ashcroft, & Bryman, 2009); and,
a lack of consistency in the interpretation and application of
guidelines between and within review boards (Gold & Dewa, 2005;
Guta et al., 2010; Menikoff, 2010). Bosk (2007) has argued that
these bureaucratic regulations, policies, and procedures may serve
to remove the everyday kinds of ethical questions that are most
relevant to the practice of research. As well, there have been
critiques over the impact of ethics review on various forms of
scholarship insofar as ethics review may burden some forms of
inquiry while privileging others (Boser, 2007). Existing approaches
to ethics review are seen as rooted in positivism and promoting
a biomedical conception of risk and harm (Murray & Holmes, 2009),
which may be at odds with social science research that is rooted in
a critical or constructivist paradigm (Haggerty, 2004; Patterson,
2008). Critics have argued that qualitative research has been
particularly challenged by reviews that did not reﬂect the norms
and accepted standards of the qualitative tradition (Lincoln &
Tierney, 2004; Macdonald & Carnevale, 2008). Furthermore, qual-
itative research on health and conducted in healthcare settings
poses unique challenges for researchers who must negotiate the
stringent requirements of clinical environments (Hoeyer, Dahlager,
& Lynoe, 2005; Morse, 2007). Most recently, these debates have
been taken up by researchers undertaking participatory and
community-based health research, which promotes research
partnerships, collaboration, and ongoing relationships (Blake,
2007; Boser, 2007; Bradley, 2007; Munoz & Fox, 2011; Shore, 2006).
An issue which appears to connect disparate forms of research,
methodological approaches, and disciplinary interests is the
growing reach and expansion of ethics review. This phenomenon
has been described byHaggerty (2004, p. 394) as “ethics creep” and:
involves a dual process whereby the regulatory structure of the
ethics bureaucracy is expanding outward, colonizing new
groups, practices, and institutions, while at the same time
intensifying the regulation of practices deemed to fall within its
ofﬁcial ambit.
We understand Haggerty’s work to be provocative and mean-
ingful, in no small part the result of having come from his dual
insider perspectives as an academic and as an REB board member.
However, we are concerned by the way ethics creep has been taken
up by others as a rhetorical device without an interrogation of the
concept itself.
Ethics creep has been invoked by academicians to describe their
consternation with the requirements of formal ethics review.
Claims of ethics creep are made by individual researchers or teams
who have experienced challenges in obtaining reviews from their
home institutions (Holland, 2007; Monaghan, O’Dwyer, & Gabe,
2012). More broadly, the concept of ethics creep has been linked
to the erosion of academic freedom. This claim was ﬁrst advanced
by Haggerty (2004, p. 391) who argued it constrains “our knowl-
edge production endeavors” and contrasted it with the compara-
tive freedom journalists have. The looming threat of this “creep” is
cited by critics like Dingwall (2008), who has boldly asserted that
ethics review is fundamentally wrong, and that any harm human-
ities and social science research is capable of causing to individuals
is far outweighed by the harm that ethics review inﬂicts on
a democratic society. Taking a more moderate stance, Bosk (2004)
has rejected ethics creep as a fundamental threat to the social
sciences and has instead called for improved training for REB/IRBs,
and for social scientists to insist their studies be reviewed according
to appropriate standards. In a study of ethics review committees,
Hedgecoe (2008) did not observe the hostility from boardmembers
to diverse methods that is often discussed in the literature.Comparing the requirements of ethics review to funding applica-
tions, Hedgecoe (2008, p. 880) says:
“It is not clear why the requirements for this kind of explanation
on the part of funding bodies are perfectly reasonable (or at least
not a fundamental threat to the nature of ethnography) while on
the part of ethics committees, such requests (which from my
observations do not require the detailed breakdown of risks
suggested by critics) are unacceptable.”
Haggerty’s (2004) work on ethics creep has been widely cited
and taken on a life of its own in academic and ethics review circles.
This may be in no small part the result of the growing number of
“horror stories” being documented from the perspectives of
researchers working in the United States (Schrag, 2010) and in
Canada (van den Hoonaard, 2011). While worthy of discussion,
these accounts are often one-sided. Offering an alternative account,
Hammersley (2010, p. 1.7) has identiﬁed “creeping ethical regula-
tions” as part of the larger “shift from universities being relatively
independent of both government and commerce, and organized on
a collegial basis, towards their being treated as part of the ‘national
economy’, and increasingly run in a managerial fashion that apes
the private-for-proﬁt sector”.
We are interested in how a seemingly benign administrative
function (one among many in academia), has become a site of such
great concern. While we are aware of, and agree with, the critique
that ethics review can impose a dominant epistemological frame-
work which may be incompatible with many forms of research, we
question why an adversarial relationship has developed between
researchers and REB/IRBs. Do we not have a shared interest in
promoting research that does not harm (in the broadest sense)
participants? We are aware of the many documented examples of
thoughtless and ineffective ethics reviews, along with other less
discussed, but equally ineffective academic processes such as grant
reviews and manuscript reviews. However, our own experiences
with ethics review have encouraged us to ask how ethics creep is
experienced from the perspective of REB/IRB members and staff,
with particular attention to the broader systemic and structural
issues affecting our (both academicians and REB/IRB members)
ability to work together.
Theoretical approach
In the ﬁrst line of “Ethics Creep: Governing Social Science
Research in the Name of Ethics”, Haggerty (2004, p. 391) evokes
Michel Foucault’s claim that “knowledge is produced by multiple
forms of constraint”. Recently, van den Hoonaard (2011) has argued
that this power/knowledge articulation creates a seductive force
that pulls various stakeholders into a bureaucracy that serves to
normalize behaviour, but is not authentic ethics. This is a popular
sentiment in the literature, but ignores that most ethical frame-
works attempt to normalize and regulate behaviour. In keeping
with Juritzen, Grimen, and Heggen (2011), we aim to explore the
relationship between ethics review and knowledge production by
returning to Foucault’s work on governance, which moved beyond
discipline to account for the role of discursive practices.
To understand complex operations of power, Foucault (2003, p.
34) called for an analysis attuned to “the local systems of subju-
gation on the one hand, and apparatuses of knowledge on the
other”. Our understanding of ethics review systems may be
advanced by Foucault’s (1980, p. 39) concept of “governmentality”
(the “conduct of conducts”) through which capillary forms of
power insert themselves into actions, attitudes, and discourses.
Through governmentality, power can be analyzed by examining the
relationship between behaviours and norms established in social
groups and institutional frameworks during historical periods
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coercive and non-coercive strategies in promoting desirable
behaviour in citizens, through a myriad of institutional and indi-
vidual techniques. Dean (2010, p. 18) has offered this useful deﬁ-
nition of Foucault’s concept of governmentality, saying:
Government is any more or less calculated and rational activity,
undertaken by a multiplicity of authorities and agencies,
employing a variety of techniques and forms of knowledge, that
seek to shape conduct by working through the desires, aspira-
tions, interests and beliefs of various actors, for deﬁnite but
shifting ends and with a diverse set of relatively unpredictable
consequences, effects and outcomes.
These governmentalities change according to Miller and Rose
(2008, p. 17) “by entering into periods of criticism and crisis”
where their techniques become problematic, are resisted and
challenged, and alternatives are taken up, which ultimately become
new forms of governance. In keeping with Haggerty (2004), we see
ethics review as a form of governance imposed on research, but we
also intend to use governmentality more broadly to understand the
techniques and processes which come together to produce the
current system.
Existing ethics review structures have not emerged in isolation,
but need to be situated within a larger system of power, which
Foucault deﬁned as an “apparatus”. An “apparatus” (translated
from Foucault’s “dispositif”), is “a thoroughly heterogeneous
ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms,
regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientiﬁc
statements, [and] philosophical and philanthropic propositions”
(Foucault, 1980, p.194). The dominant social and political apparatus
of the modern epoch is understood to be neoliberalism, which
promotes market-driven ideologies through the values of
autonomy, individual responsibility, and the economization of life
itself (Dean, 1995; Lemke, 2001; Miller & Rose, 2008; Read, 2009).
Neoliberalism works on individuals, collectives, and systems in
subtle and overt ways. Hamann (2009, p. 38) describes the inﬂu-
ence on individuals as having resulted in a popular conception of
the self as “homo economicus”: a “free and autonomous ‘atom’ of
self-interest who is fully responsible for navigating the social realm
using rational choice and cost-beneﬁt calculation to the express
exclusion of all other values and interests” (italics in original). These
techniques manifest in similar ways at the level of whole systems
(e.g., economy, healthcare, education), and have posed particular
threats to the academe through managerialism, cost cutting, and
increasing competition (Brenneis, Shore, & Wright, 2005; Giroux,
2002; Shore, 2008).
The objective of this paper is to examine the relevance of Fou-
cault’s analysis of governance for a critical understanding of recent
trends in ethics review, academia, and larger shifts in political
governance and knowledge production. Drawing on empirical data
collected from REB/IRB “insiders” (e.g., committee members and
staff) we offer a theoretically informed reading that allows us to
situate the seemingly expanding reach of ethics review within
a neoliberal apparatus, and to demonstrate how ethics review sits
at the precarious intersection of rapid changes to academic, insti-
tutional, and community cultures.
Method
Data were collected as part of a multi-phase mixed-method
study examining barriers to effective ethics review for community-
engaged scholarship, which included community-based, partici-
patory, and action-oriented research approaches. We focused on
this kind of research because of its potential to blur the boundaries
between research, advocacy, and community development, whichcan incite a prohibitive response within a traditional review para-
digm (Boser, 2007; Flicker, Travers, Guta, Macdonald, & Meagher,
2007). The data presented here were collected through qualita-
tive interviews with REB/IRB members, staff, and other key infor-
mants with knowledge of the ethics review process.
Sampling and recruitment
A purposive criterion-based sample was drawn from a national
list of Canadian REB/IRBs that review research involving human
subjects. That is, we chose participants who had expertise and
experience that we believed would be relevant to our study. In an
earlier phase of the study, we reviewed the ethics review forms and
guidelines of Canadian academic institutions and assessed their
sensitivity to a range of traditional and alternative conceptions of
harm, risk, and vulnerability (Guta et al., 2010). The sampling frame
for that phase was developed to ensure regional and institutional
diversity.
For the current analysis, we used the initial sampling frame as
a base fromwhich we identiﬁed speciﬁc REB/IRBs with diversity in
terms of size, region, and varied sensitivity to community-level
ethical concerns. From these REB/IRBs, we speciﬁcally sought
participants who were staff persons in administrative and coordi-
nating positions (i.e., who reviewed and distributed protocols),
board members serving in any capacity (e.g., members, chairs,
student representatives, community members), or key informants
involved in ethics policy reform.
We identiﬁed 18 REB/IRBs to sample and, of those, we
successfully recruited from 7 of them (with 1 participants recruited
per REB/IRB). Of the original 18 REB/IRBs, one declined outright
stating lack of interest, another said they do not review the type of
research we were interested in and so were ineligible, a third
required us to ﬁrst go through an ethics review at their home
institution and then declined to participate after we had received
ethics approval, and a fourth told us we would have to add
a researcher from their institution as a co-investigator, which we
declined.We used a passive recruitment strategy, ﬁrst emailing and
then following up by telephone and usually leaving answering
machinemessages. This approachmay have resulted in a number of
requests going unnoticed, but we did not wish to appear aggressive
when recruiting REB/IRBmembers. The lead author and a bi-lingual
research assistant (for French language recruitment in the province
of Quebec) both experienced signiﬁcant difﬁculty connecting with
potential participants through either email or phone. This could be
interpreted as lack of interest, but as our data show, may also reﬂect
how busy they are. We subsequently shifted our strategy to
a purposive convenience sample to ﬁll the gaps in our sample by
targeting comparable institutions in the same region.
Data collection
In total, 24 interviews were conducted with REB/IRB key infor-
mants from across Canada from September 2009 to November
2010. Interviews were semi-structured and lasted 45 min to 2 hrs.
Due to the geographic distribution of participants, 7 interviews
were conducted in person and 17 interviews were conducted by
telephone (see Table 1 for participant demographics). Interviews
were digitally recorded, and professionally transcribed verbatim.
Data were organized using the NVivo 8 qualitative data manage-
ment software.
Potential participants were advised that they would be asked to
reﬂect on their experiences reviewing protocols that used
a community-engaged approach. Interview questions were drawn
from the relevant academic literature and research teammembers’
experiences on both sides of the ethics review process. The
Table 1
Interview participant characteristics.
Total interviews (n ¼ 24) %a
Location
Atlantic Canada 2 8
Quebec 2 8
Ontario 9 38
Alberta/Prairies 6 25
BC 3 13
Northern Territories 1 4
National 1 4
Role
REB chair (current/past) 4 17
REB board member 4 17
REB/ethics staff 9 38
REB community member 4 17
Ethics key informant 3 13
a Categories are not mutually exclusive and percentages may not total 100% due
to rounding.
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and composition of their REB/IRB including their individual role.
The second section explored their knowledge of community-
engaged scholarship, including how their REB/IRB had responded
to the needs of researchers working in this tradition (or not) [for
a discussion of innovative strategies see (Guta, Nixon, Gahagan, &
Fielden, 2012)]. Finally, we asked about how these kinds of proto-
cols are reviewed, with particular interest in the dynamics between
board members.
Most participants had experience reviewing social science,
behavioural, and biomedical research either because their REB/IRB
reviewed all of these approaches or because they had been
a member of multiple boards. Despite our attempts, most partici-
pants were unwilling or unable to identify differences between the
review of community-engaged and other research approaches.
Instead, they largely spoke about how their REB/IRB reviews
research in general. While frustrating at the time, this unexpected
shift has resulted in a dataset that has implications for under-
standing how REB/IRBs respond to a range of research approaches.
Elsewhere, our data have offered insights into public health
research involving Aboriginal peoples and ethics policy (Flicker &
Worthington, 2012).
Ethics review for this study was independently received from
seven institutions (York University, Wilfred Laurier University, St.
Michael’s Hospital, the University of Toronto, McGill University, the
University of Calgary, and Dalhousie University) and standard
informed consent procedures were followed with all participants.
Participants were provided with an initial information sheet and
consent form, and were encouraged to ask questions by email,
telephone, and in person. All participants were asked if the inter-
view could be recorded and none refused. Participants were
thanked with a $25 gift certiﬁcate for a national bookstore chain.Strengths and limitations
We acknowledge the limitations created by our focus on the
review of community-engaged research and the small sample size.
As is often the case with exploratory qualitative research, had we
known the direction our interviews would take we would have
asked different questions from the beginning. However, the focus
on a form of research that has posed challenges to researchers and
REB/IRBs alike may have put some participants at ease. Had we
attempted to recruit REB/IRB insiders to discuss the challenges of
their work in general, or to discuss ethics creep in particular, this
might have resulted in even fewer respondents. Rather, the focuson a shared concern made it possible for participants to discuss
important, and often overlooked, aspects of their work. Those who
did participate offered insights into their practice that we have not
seen discussed elsewhere, and that have implications for academia
and research ethics as a whole.
We do not claim that our ﬁndings are generalizable in the
traditional sense of having a representative sample that can be
extrapolated to an entire population. Rather, we aspire to what Fine
(2006, p. 98) has described as provocative and theoretical general-
izability. This is measured by the extent to which others react to
a piece of research and whether they are inspired to think beyond
it. We offer our ﬁndings as an invitation to think about ethics
review differently. Ethics creep was coined to capture trends in
Canada, and our data were collected in Canada; however, our
ﬁndings have broader implications for the often compared and
contrasted ethics regimes in the United States, United Kingdom,
and Australia. Our ﬁndings will also be of interest in countries
developingmore formalized ethics review structures in response to
increasing international research partnerships. Drawing on the
language of ethics review e where beneﬁts should outweigh
risks e we believe the potential for advancing scholarship
outweigh the limitations of this study.
Data analysis
The research team developed an initial coding framework based
on the literature related to community-engaged research and
ethics review. Emergent themes were established inductively
through an initial reading of a subset of 12 transcripts and a group
discussion at a 2 day research team retreat. We developed 16 major
codes and 128 sub-codes, and used the techniques of thematic
analysis to identify major themes in the data (Boyatzis, 1998a,
1998b; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2008). We
also kept an audit trail of key decisions about categories and themes
(Devers, 1999; Miles & Huberman, 1984; Stake, 2000).
In addition to standard coding procedures, the analysis in this
paper uses post-structural theories and the techniques of discourse
analysis to inform a further close reading of our interview data. The
data were re-read and analyzed with attention to the way partic-
ipants positioned themselves within their institutions and in
relation to broader systems. Throughout this close reading, we
sought to surface inconsistencies and contradictions within the
same interview, and to identify key differences across interviews.
This type of analysis does not seek to ﬁnd the truth of a situation,
but to identify and problematize dominant narratives e in this
case, the construction of the ever-expanding monolithic REB/IRB.
While such an approach could have led us in many interesting
analytic directions and ways of presenting our data, we used
‘governmentality’ to anchor our analysis in the intersections of
individual practice and larger systems. Applying a Foucauldian
framework to previously collected data has been useful for iden-
tifying and analyzing discursive positions and disciplinary prac-
tices that would have otherwise been overlooked (Frost et al.,
2010; Kaufmann, 2011).
Findings
We present our ﬁndings in three sections. First, we present data
related to seeing ethics creep that reﬂects how participants implic-
itly and explicitly evoke this concept and its related practices.
Secondly, we present data that provide insights about the
increasing pressures and workloads of REB/IRBs, which raise the
question who has the time and resources to creep? In our third
section, we present data that describe the larger system in which
ethics review is situated and ask who is creeping on whom? In the
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sented as (ES), board members as (BM), and other key informants
working in ethics policy reform as (KI). We have further numbered
each participant in the order they appear.Seeing ethics creep
We found examples of individuals who aspired to grow the
ethics review system and increase regulation and surveillance. For
example, one participant expressed interest in extending his/her
REB/IRB’s role to include the daily operations of research projects,
engage directly with research participants, and increase reporting
requirements to include dissemination:
I have [an] idea that it would be awhole ofﬁce of research ethics.
Besides with the submission and the review, there would be
monitoring. We’d have a separate staff that would go in and
monitor protocols to make sure that consent forms are signed,
and actually go on the ﬁeld, to make sure, or follow up, follow
through with participants and ask.how did they feel? Or even
once a protocol has been terminated, to ﬁnd out if it’s been
published. (ES-1)
This quote provides insight into the logic behind the growth of
ethics review, and exempliﬁes a key concern among critics of the
research ethics industry. Yet, at the root of this quote is an interest in
how participants were made to “feel” as opposed to curbing
research. Furthermore, this quote illustrates how the system relies
on research to sustain itself, as evident in the interest to monitor
the production and dissemination of research outcomes.
However, most participants did not express a desire to grow the
system and instead explained the way changes have come in
response to the need to be inclusive of new research approaches
and methodologies. As one participant explained:
I’m seeing the merit through my other work about the possi-
bility of, okay, maybe we do try to grow the system. Like, grow
the ethics review system in a way that is inclusive of a whole
spectrum of possibilities and so rather than them be distinct e
conventional research and [community-engaged] e just lining
up the continuum and trying to make the system work and be
inclusive of the possibilities of the continuum (KI-1).
Whereas the literature characterizes REB/IRBs as unresponsive
to emergent research practices, this key informant described them
growing in response to the need for accommodation. Opening up to
new kinds of research has also led to new expectations being placed
on researchers. REB/IRBs are making researchers accountable for
issues outside the scope of traditional research processes. These
two quotes are taken from participants involved in REB/IRBs that
review protocols pertaining to particular communities or health
issues:
We try to provide very clear comments like you need to engage
more with community or community organizations, but to
actually say you know, ‘These are the organizations, and this is
an email even.’ Like to really facilitate that kind of connecting
up, and I think also because that’s easy for us to do (BM-1).
One of our goals is to build capacity in our community. That is
something we’re looking for. Are you going to be hiring anybody
in the community to do this work with you? Are you going to be
training anybody? We see it as positive, something we’re look-
ing for (BM-2).
These quotes illustrate the emergence of new forms of REB/IRB
reviews that are attuned to the interests of community-engaged
research and capacity-building for participants. This approachwas most evident in boards with a full or partial mandate to review
research involving Aboriginal peoples. Researchers are expected to
demonstrate a commitment to relationship building as part of the
ethics review, an expectation that has been recently codiﬁed in the
TCPS (2010).
Talk of growing the system contrasted with concerns raised
about changes to the existing system andwhat theymean for ethics
review. Many participants perceived increasing demands as related
more to risk management than improving discussions of ethics.
This sentiment was evident when staff described changes to their
roles over time: “I think the focus is really shifted from ethics to risk
management” (ES-2) and “I spend all of my time enforcing
compliance which is not what I thought I was hired to do” (ES-3).
The shift to checking off requirements could be characterized as
a kind of de-skilling of staff who had advanced degrees and qual-
iﬁcations. Whereas these staff could have offered important
insights during reviews, instead they were increasingly restricted
to administrative roles and paperwork.
Further complicating the scenario was the ambiguity between
research and quality assurance. As one participant explained: “The
whole distinction between quality assurance and research
continues to just be a major source of conﬂict” (BM-3). This issue is
becoming more important as researchers increasingly partner with
community-based organizations (CBOs) to conduct research. CBOs
are required to demonstrate the effectiveness of their performance
through neoliberal techniques; that is, turning the experiences of
their clients into evidence for funders (Grundy & Smith, 2007).
Lacking time and resources they often partner with university-
based researchers to conduct research on their programs and
services. Whereas quality assurance and program evaluations on
their own are not subject to ethics review, the expectation from the
partnering academics that the data bewritten up for peer-reviewed
journals brings it under the scrutiny of ethics review.
To the research team’s surprise, several participants used the
term “ethics creep” in interviews and described discussing this idea
with their colleagues:
The ethics creep is always there. I think we try to ﬁx it on
a regular basis, always having discussions about, are we going
too far on this, taking the pulse, you know. (ES-4)
Despite the common characterization of the REB/IRB as an
impenetrable bureaucracy, these ﬁndings reminded us that there
are individuals in the system doing their best to respond to needs of
researchers, and that many are also concerned by the direction that
the changing nature of ethics review is heading.Who has the time and resources to ‘creep’? surfacing the practical
constraints of REB/IRBs
Despite accounts in the literature that ethics review has
exploded as an industry within academia, many REB/IRBs we heard
from were under-resourced and struggling to accomplish their
basic functions. Participants expressed frustration over the low
status of their work within their organizations:
I mean let’s face it. Most institutions see their own ethics ofﬁce, I
should say most institutions in my experience, see their [REB/
IRB] as more of a pain than something they would want to put
a lot of resources into, and so often those institutions are under-
staffed and under-resourced. (ES-2)
We did hear from some participants that their REB/IRBs had
grown, but this was often from a part-time to a full-time position or
the addition of a limited number of staff members. Despite these
few examples of growth, there were many instances of just
A. Guta et al. / Social Science & Medicine 98 (2013) 301e310306a handful of people managing ethics review at major institutions.
Some participants further challenged the idea of expansion through
accounts of having their department budgets slashed and their staff
cut following the recent economic downturn. Participants further
described work intensiﬁcation and increasing pressure to review
and approve protocols in a timely manner:
I have seen change and it is getting worse. We are asked to
review more protocols, we are getting more protocols, we meet
less frequently. The entire research process at the [institution] is
changing.I think they’re really strapped for resources. They
only have one administrative person dealing with this. There
has been quite a few vacancies on our board as well, yeah, so
there is deﬁnitely a change. (BM-4)
Many participants described their growing work pressures as
connected to the increased bureaucratization of their roles and
restrictingopportunities fordialoguewith researchers.Weobserved
a tensionbetween the concernover ethics creep (as characterizedby
increasing riskmanagement functions), and thedesire by someREBs
to promote dialogue between the REB/IRB and researchers. This
participant identiﬁed increased work pressures as detracting from
opportunities to work through ethical issues with researchers:
I think [the ethics ofﬁce] used to bemuchmore accessible. Try to
phone someone in the ethics ofﬁce and you get an answering
machine. That’s where the bureaucratization and with all the
paperwork and everything has taken away from dialogue, from
the ethical dialogue of issues to deal with. (BM-5)
Furthermore, the barriers created by “time-saving” technologies
in use by REB/IRBs were discussed by several participants who
spoke about the shift towards paperless electronic submission
systems.
With the Internet way of submission, I hate it. I mean, you can
tell I’m getting old but in my day, there were the dates posted
and you had to get your ethics in by that date.So, if I don’t get
to it for a week, a week and a half, they’re going like, ‘What the
hell?’ and I’ll get a note saying, ‘I can collect data this weekend, I
need this’. So there’s this whole, you know, the consumer
orientation of ‘I’m right and you’re providing a service tome and
so hop to it here!’ It really bothers me. Like, I just think, ‘Well, I’ll
get to it’, but there is this, ‘Get it done, I submitted it, you get it
done now’. (BM-6)
Participants reported that these electronic submission and
review procedures restricted the amount of detail that could be
written by both sides, often using text boxes with short word limits.
Several participants described wanting to offer more thoughtful
reviews, but felt frustrated that institutional cultures and work
intensiﬁcation restricted this from happening.
One participant explained the rarely discussed issue of howREB/
IRBs are themselves audited as a requirement of the TCPS, and are
subject to growing bureaucratization imposed from above.
It’s almost like an accreditation we have to go through. Almost
jump through hoops to do that. Basically, you have to have your
board set up in a certain way, you have to have the required
numbers of community members, you have to have a lawyer,
you have to have a scientist, the expertise on the board. We have
an annual report that we hand in.it’s a huge, it’s awful anyway
(laughs) but it’s a whole other issue. (ES-1)
Another participant further described being “dinged” on an
annual review for having made an accommodation for
a researcher to expedite her/his review (ES-2). Understandably,
this has promoted less ﬂexibility from this REB/IRB. Another
participant explained, “You’re gonna see that accreditization willlead to standardization will lead to people who have speciﬁc roles
uh, and you’re gonna see standardization of training” (BM-7). In
other words, REBs could themselves be said to be experiencing
ethics creep through accountability and regulatory techniques.
Who is creeping on whom: situating ethics creep
This theme reﬂects ﬁndings that located REB/IRBs practices
within broader social and economic forces. For instance, many of
our participants who were board members and academics spoke of
increasing pressure on researchers to be productive and acquire
research funding:
Yeah, that’s true and this is where the whole notion of the
academic game gets in the way. It gets in the way of ethics and it
gets in the way of common sense. People get so worried that
someonewill steal their idea. I think that that’s part of thewhole
academic game. I think that there’s built-in conﬂict of interest
in an institution [where] people get so many kudos for doing
research that sometimes they get blinded by glory. (BM-3)
Participants explained that this increased requirement to obtain
external funding and to conduct research leads to growing research
bureaucracy in the form of personnel, which need to be sustained
through the constant acquisition and release of new funds. This
participant explained how these pressures can inﬂuence ethics
review:
I think for a lot of researchers, these researchers who are
strapped for cashwith departments, [they think], ‘Man, I need to
get this research funding because I can’t paymy grad students or
research assistants. I am going to really make this protocol go
through quickly’. They hope that they can go through this
process very quickly. I think that is also why these protocols are
designed to be that certainway, but I think that is alsowhy these
protocols are ﬁlled out so poorly, because they have completely
lost sight of what is actually happening. I think they are
thinking, ‘I need to release those funds so I can pay my staff’.
(BM-8)
They went on to describe the way the dependence on funding
constrains what REB/IRB members are able to do:
Yes, it has dawned on me that you are now an inconvenient part
of the process and how dare you question the legitimacy of this
research, the integrity of the methods proposed, and the REB
member has every right to make sure that this is to the best
interest of everyone involved. I can’t even do that because I am
slowing down production of this research. I am preventing this
university from obtaining its funding. (BM-8)
The role of the broader research context in shaping the evolu-
tion of REB/IRB practices was described in various ways. One
participant explained: “There’s simultaneously a huge push by
government to produce evidence, to produce evidence to justify
funding.”(BM-1). The inﬂuence of the federal funding councils,
such as the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) was also
identiﬁed by a participant whose REB/IRB emerged partially in
response to the need for funding:
The other reason we need the ethics board is we’re really
working to increase the ability of our organizations to bring in
CIHR grants for the research that’s being conducted here.In
order to be eligible to hold CIHR funding, you have to have an
REB. (ES-5)
This participant located ethics review within what they termed
the “research machine industry” and linked recent changes to
broader economic trends:
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a potential connection to the larger context. I think that we’re
working in, not just Canada, maybe North American society,
maybe it’s broader too. But what I am seeing as the research
machine industry (laughs) and sometimes the co-option of the
engagement language and running as hard as you can, getting as
much funding as you can, andmaybe it has, maybe it plays out in
the REB’s too, I don’t know. (KI-2)
When asked to propose changes to the system or to envision an
alternative review mechanism, participants offered few recom-
mendations. They found it difﬁcult to imagine a system outside of
the current scenario. One participant offered an explanation,
saying:
There is no other way. I mean, it’s sort of Margaret Thatcher,
there is no other way. There is no other way because it’s been
mandated by the funding agencies.this is in stone at the
highest levels of the university, of bureaucracies and legal
concerns, so yeah, I don’t see this going away. In fact, I see it just
becoming more onerous. (BM-7)
This last quote, with a direct reference to one of the architects of
neoliberal policy, invites consideration of ethics review and ethics
creep within a neoliberal milieu and helps set the stage for our
subsequent discussion.
Discussion
Our discussion is divided into two sections. We start by inter-
rogating our empirical data to understand ethics creep as a practice
within the academe. We then move to a more theoretical discus-
sion that aims to raise critical questions about the role of ethics
review within the academe and why it has become a site of prob-
lematization. Throughout our discussion we return to elements of
Foucault’s theoretical “toolbox”.
Ethics creep as practice
Our results are consistent with the issues outlined by van den
Hoonaard (2006) in that research ethics is being shaped by both
micro (e.g., conﬂict between researchers, changes to social
research) and macro (e.g., social trends, government policies)
forces. We contribute to the ethics literature by providing evidence
of ethics creep as seen in the stated interest of some participants to
grow the existing system, and accounts from others who expressed
concern over the growing regulatory function of their role. Ethics
review serves as an example of Foucault’s (1995, p. 184) discussion
of the “examination” as a disciplinary strategy that “combines the
techniques of an observing hierarchy and those of normalizing
judgements. It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it
possible to qualify, to classify and to punish.” The production,
submission, and review of research through formal ethics review
ﬁts a number of features of the examination, including serving as
one of the few mechanisms through which academics can be
punished (i.e., by having their research delayed, denied, or termi-
nated for violations). Yet, most participants offered explanations
that framed this expansion as necessitated by the growing needs of
researchers who keep presenting REB/IRBs with new methods and
designs, and by institutional strategies that increasingly rely on
research funding dollars. There is a simultaneous growing and
retreating of ethics review as it expands into new terrain while
losing control of its traditional domain. While ethics reviewmay be
asking more of researchers working in communities, the pressures
of compliance monitoring may be resulting in a system too over-
burdened to ask basic questions about risk and harm (Lidz et al.,2012). This leaves many REB/IRBs struggling to manage growing
expectations from researchers in the face of budget and stafﬁng
cuts, while at the same time being required to meet regulatory
requirements imposed from outside the academe. This tension
serves to create an adversarial relationship between researchers
and REB/IRBs who are both struggling to stay aﬂoat in the wake of
changes to university cultures and expectations.
Foucault (1994, p. 292) cautioned against one-sided analyses of
power, and insisted that where there are exercises of power there
will also be resistance. Although resistance has been most often
associated with the writing of academics challenging the existing
REB/IRB structure, our data suggest that other forms of resistance
are at work, including from REB/IRB staff members whose attempts
at accommodating researchers can be understood as resisting
pressures from their institution, funders, and external auditors.
While Haggerty (2004) identiﬁed the growing requirements for
research with Aboriginal communities as an example of ethics
creep, these review mechanisms may also be seen as an attempt to
redress the historical and ongoing abuses perpetrated by
researchers against indigenous peoples in Canada. These REB/IRBs
offer an alternate conception of what it means to be ethical from
the perspective of “subjugated knowledges” within science and the
academe (Foucault, 2003, pp. 7e8).
Haggerty (2004, p. 392) argued that as a regulatory system “the
research ethics process now poses dangers to the ability to conduct
university-based research”. This is in part a consequence of the
prohibitive stance on risk and harm taken bymany REB/IRBs. While
this may be true in many cases, based on our results we argue that
the concern over ethics creep may be serving to detract attention
from the proliferation of: 1) new kinds of research, for which
neither researchers nor REB/IRBs may fully understand the ethical
implications; 2) new ethics review procedures (e.g. the increasing
use of technology); 3) new REB/IRB structures and compositions,
including community-based; and 4) changing realities of institu-
tional research cultures and the commodiﬁcation of knowledge
production. While we are conﬁdent in our assertion, we struggle to
make sense of why this has become such a divisive issue in the
academe. We are reminded that ethics review is similar to funding
review (Hedgecoe, 2008, p. 880), and we would add many other
forms of ‘examination’ on which the academe is based. Yet, there
has been far less concern raised over these issues. Borrowing
language from van der Hoonaard (2001) and Fitzgerald (2005), we
ask; has ethics creep itself become a “moral panic”?
Ethics creep as ‘repressive hypothesis’
We now shift our analysis to the ways in which power circulates
to promote certain forms of truth. Foucault (1980, p. 52) encour-
aged thinking about power as central in all social relations, and how
through exchanges of power we create knowledge, which further
induces the effects of power. This is not to deny the prohibitive and
dominating force of power, but to note that it also “traverses and
produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, [and]
produces discourse” (Foucault, 1980, p. 119). Dreyfus and Rabinow
(1982, p. 120) explain that Foucault was most interested in those
“cultural practices in which power and knowledge cross, and in
which our current understandings of the individual, the society,
and the human sciences are themselves fabricated”.
We understand ethics review to sit at the crossroads of power/
knowledgewithin current systems of university and hospital-based
academic knowledge production. Ethics review determines what is
possible in the production of knowledge: what can be done, what
can be asked, by whom, and for what purposes. The restricting of
research may be understood as oppressive and dominating to
certain forms of truth, especially those that do not promote
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interested in how such supposed forms of repression actually
served to create the objects they were said to repress. Foucault
interrogated the “repressive hypothesis” in the discourse of sexu-
ality, in which he argued that alongside the oppression of sex has
been the proliferation of sex (i.e., a multiplicity of techniques to
describe, differentiate, label, and regulate). The repressive
hypothesis relies on a conception of power that fears and silences
truth, and appeals to a counter discourse to liberate truth from the
grips of power (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982, p. 129).
We question whether ethics creep has become a repressive
hypothesis which belies the complexity of the phenomenon it
purports to explain, and, if so, who beneﬁts? When researchers
raise claims of censorship from REB/IRBs, they mean restrictions on
their freedom to speak in particular ways; that is, to speak through
the authoritative voice of empirical evidence, which is greatly
privileged within the neoliberal system that promotes evidence-
based medicine, education, and policy. There is little stopping
academics from sharing their views through formats that do not
require ethics review (e.g., commentaries, theoretical work), but
the voice of the funded empiricist has become the dominant voice
in the Canadian academe. This, according to Owram (2004), raises
questions about the “dangerous disconnect between the way the
institution judges success and the various codes, rules and rhetoric
about the preservation of academic freedom and open enquiry”. As
evident in our data, this has resulted in a situation where the
“research machine industry” must continue to move unobstructed.
The popular talk of ethics review as an obstruction to research
constructs the REB/IRB as a faceless bureaucracy, in which acade-
micians appear to be removed from the ethics review process, as if
they are not sitting on these boards. This ignores that most
reviewers are researchers and that many researchers will end up
sitting on an REB/IRB at some point. Rather than discard the
concept of ethics creep, we call for it to be re-imagined as
a phenomenon that implicates researchers, REB/IRB members, and
ethics staff within a shared system of constraints and opportunity.
This alternative conception could help to surface our shared chal-
lenges and the systems that create them.
Indigenous scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2005) has identiﬁed
the regulation of research through ethics review as but one aspect
of the many corporate layers of research that also includes: prac-
tices of reporting and publishing; national and international
funding agencies and their links to particular agendas; ways in
which some forms of research legitimate dominant forms of
knowledge and maintain hegemony or dominant myths; the chain
and distribution of beneﬁts from research; and the intersection of
research with policy and with interventions. Ethics review sits at
the crossroads of power/knowledge, but within a much larger
system of seemingly unrelated processes, systems, and rules.
Within a neoliberal apparatus, knowledge has become a consumer
good and is subject to market ideology. Academia has been under
threat for some time from neoliberalism and its pressures to
privatize, compete, and become proﬁtable (Dominelli & Hoogvelt,
1996; Morley, 2003). The pressure to restructure and reform has
resulted in increased managerial control in the form of targets,
appraisals and peer review (Barry, Chandler, & Clark, 2001).
Researchers are left with little time to think about or manage these
competing pressures in the frenzy to stay aﬂoat (Menzies &
Newson, 2007). Morley (2003, pp. 5e6) tells us that, as a result of
the social anxiety and fear directed at academia and other public
services, “trustworthiness is being associated with standardization,
competence, continuity and reliability” and that “quality assurance
links the micro world of the organization with the public world of
politics and policy”. Researchers who have had their practices
critiqued and replaced with approaches that seem unnatural tothem should look past the REB/IRB and consider how those
requirements reﬂect an increasingly dominant version of homo
economicus as risk averse, contractually-oriented, and productive.
Finally, Foucault might have questioned the role of three federal
Canadian research funding agencies in the development of the TCPS
(2010), and the requirement of ethics approval as a condition for
the release of funds from these same agencies. These funders also
promote interdisciplinary research, which can bring incompatible
epistemological, theoretical, and methodical perspectives uncom-
fortably together in the same protocol. They also conduct “Tri-
Council Financial Monitoring Visits” to conﬁrm that research
institutions are in compliance and able to administer future funds.
In the Canadian context, much of the research that is funded, what
is understood as ethical research, and the trends implicit in ethics
creep, can all be seen as a direct extension of these policies and
larger governmental strategies. Yet, just as wemust remember REB/
IRBs are comprised of individuals, so we must remember these
funders consult with researchers to develop their policies and
guidelines. The development of the most recent version of the TCPS
involved consultation with researchers, research ethics stake-
holders, and communities across the country. This has resulted in
chapters that now codify qualitative research and approaches
popular in research with Aboriginal communities. Brivot and
Gendron (2009) remind us that professionals simultaneously
resist and participate in the structuring of their own surveillance.
Even those who critique ethics review frequently offer alternatives
that involve further development of professional, disciplinary, and
institutional governance (Allen, 2008; Murphy & Dingwall, 2007).
These attempts are well-intentioned, but propose to replace one
form of governance with another, while continuing to stoke the
furnace that fuels the academic industrial complex. Foucault would
remind us to see this as “a machine in which everyone is caught,
those who exercise power just as much as those over whom it is
exercised” (Foucault, 1980, p. 156).
Conclusion
Following Halse and Honey (2007), we believe that theoretically
interrogating research ethics as an institutional (and, we would
add, academic and political) discourse opens up the possibility for
asserting counter-discourses that promote alternative ethical
frameworks and create possibilities for critical resistance. We close
by raising an issue that is absent in much of the talk about ethics
regulation and ethics creep, which we describe as the concerning
rhetoric of academic benevolence. The ethics creep discourse, and
the supposed threat to academic freedom assumes a certain
conception of the academic as truth-teller and ethics review as
fundamentally oppressive. Yet, when academics advocate for one
conception of ethics over another (e.g., disciplinary vs. institutional
review), they are simply choosing a form of regulation that privi-
leges certain goals and interests. Stark (2007, p. 785) has challenged
academics to “have a forthright conversation about whether
human subjects regulations actually make us angry for reasons that
might be less noble than concern for academic freedom.” In
response to the tendency to position oneself on the right side,
Foucault (2003, p. 51) famously said, “There is no such thing as
a neutral subject. We are all inevitably someone’s adversary”. As
academicians are induced to produce more evidence, using the
newest approaches, and work evermore closely with communities
and “knowledge users”, the potential for ethical transgression,
domination, and exploitation is increased greatly. We are all
implicated in the “games of truth” that produce knowledge, and
need to interrogate our own motivations to know as researchers.
The academic ethos of freedom may have long been eroded by the
pressures of privatization and globalization (Dominelli & Hoogvelt,
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a bygone era that never was (Ylijoki, 2005). Moving forward, we
encourage greater discussion about how to (re)imagine the ethical
researcher in today’s academic industrial complex. This shift may
require a system of ethics review that takes as its starting point
a shared understanding of the many social, cultural, and political
inﬂuences that shape not our only our actions but what is deemed
ethical practice at any given time.Conﬂict of interest
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